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India with its rich heritage of classical and folk dances offers 
tremendous scope for the creative artiste. Indian ballet has_ been 
attempted in almost all the classifical dance forms as well as a mixture 
and what is called in “free style”. 


How effective is the Manipuri dance for ballet? As a dance style, 
this school has perhaps the greatest range, covering the whole gamut 
of expression from the softest, lyrical feminine to its most vigorous, 
masculine counterpart. Unlike other styles in which a single dance 
technique forms the basis, Manipuri is comprised of many different 
parts; like the Ras Lila, Gostha Lila, Sankirtana, Lai Haraoba and 
Thang-ta— each one complete by itself with a whole set of typical 
movements and immense rhythmic variations. It is indeed a many 
faceted jewel. 


Formerly, when attempts were made to compose dance-drama 
in this style, it was the ras technique that was mainly used. The 
other aspects, if utilised, were employed in a very disjointed manner, 
almost like a variety performance strung together without much meaning. 
In our experiments in composing ballet at Triveni, we found that a 
proper use and even blending of all the techniques, as and when the 
occasion demanded, opened up immense possibilities of expression. 
Since ballet is a creative art, all these parts are used unconsciously as 
it were to give spontaneous expression to the choreographer’s imagination. 


At one time, it was felt by many that Manipuri may not be able 
to effectively convey a story because of its lesser use of mudras and 
elaborate facial expressions. They evidently did not have a thorough 
knowledge of ballet and of the potentialities of the Manipuri style. 
Mudras in fact have very limited use in the unfolding of a theme and 
are certainly not the only way to convey the story. In choreographic 
expression, it is the total concept of how things are placed on stage. 
Even the position of one dancer in relation to others can subtly convey 
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various things for which a gestural representation would be too gross. 
This statement is not made to rule out gestures completely as they 
also have their uses, placed in the proper perspective. There are many 
natural gestures employed universally for which no country, nation or 
style can claim ownership. These are used most spontaneously in any 
style. It is not the amount of representational symbolisms used, that 
is important, but to effectively convey the dramatic subtleties that 
counts. , 


Dancing any way is an abstract art. Conformity with actual 
conditions and insistence on symbolic representation are things which 
can become an impediment to aesthetic presentation if carried too far. 
Manipuri, by its very mature is suggestive rather than blatantly 
expressive. Comparatively, it certainly makes much less use of codified 
mudras and elaborate facial expressions, but this is done with a purpose. 
Realistic symbolism is most unsuited to this, style and if thrown in, 
‘detracts from the basic flow and graceful quality of the Manipuri dance. 
Some misguided enthusiasts in their unfounded fear that failure to 
conform to some of the well known treatise would result in Manipuri 
being described as a folk dance, started to superimpose lots of codified 
mudras. Needless to say, this was disastrous. We are proud of our 
own subtly suggestive way because it is one of the factors that gives 
the style a character. No dance style should try to emulate or compare 
with another. Each should be viewed for its own value as a world 
complete in itself. For example, the way we hold the flute is vague 
and not at all realistic. The logic of the flute is not important only 
the suggestive and aesthetic element is. How can aesthetics be guided 
by material exactness and crude logic? Even in the West, pantomime 
is an independent art form different from ballet. Technically, pantomime 
expresses in a down-to-earth manner, which is not suitable for the 
Subtleties of ballet. 


Subdued eloquence is a very strong characteristic of Manipuri. 
However, this conception of subdued eloquence should not be used as 
a cloak to hide lack of expressive ability. In fact it means tremendous 
expressive potential presented with maximum restraint, an electrically 
charged undercurrent as it were. 


Besides the various technical aspects, an interesting factor is the 
absence of ankle bells in all the Manipuri dances. In other Indian 
dances rhythmic patterns are literally banged out—the feet hitting the 
8round at the precise rhythmic points whereas in Manipuri the feet 
eed not always Jand at these points. When they do, it is done lightly 
even in the fandava, and the bells cannot produce any effective 


Complementary sound. 
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Mlustrations. P. 17 Singhajit and Charu Mathur in a scene from “Lei Mun”. P. 18 
Above: “Ingel Lei” with Dani Singh, Singhajit and Charu. Below: Finale from 
Babrubahan’”’, Illustrations. P. 19 Above: Scene from “Babrubahan, Below: Sword 
dance movements used in “Lei Mun,” P, 20. “Khumba Thoibi” a well-known romantic 
egend. (Photographs are of the Triveni Ballet, New Delhi) 
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The feet oft times neither land nor lift at the precise rhythmic 
points, yet these same points are very forcefully expressed. In Manipurl 
dance terminology, these are called rhythmic points at the ankles, knees 
etc., and the accent is on these places, not at the time the feet touch 
the ground which in these cases is usually before or after the point. 
Likewise, there are many jumps aimed at expressing rhythm while 
flying in the air and not while landing. It will thus be noted that 
there are many places where ankle bells cannot express effectively 
the variations of Manipuri rhythmics, and prove more of a nuisance 
and a handicap rather than an asset. Here again in keeping with its 
character, Manipuri suggests rhythm but does not give blatant expression 
to it. For this reason, the uninitiated and unknowledgeable viewer 
may sometimes miss the wealth and variety of rhythms which accompany 
the Manipuri dance. 


These and many other specialities of Manipuri which give it its own 
particular style and character, should in no way be sacrificed in the 
name of creative work. Here it will not be out of place to mention 
the importance of music in ballet. Music forms the second most 
important factor in ballet and on its subtle tones and undertones, the 
clever use of sound to express various emotions is built the edifice of 
the ballet. Some creations in the name of ballet lean heavily on the 
spoken word, but these can at best be described as dance dramas. 
Understanding of the story and situations should transcend all language 
and unfold naturally in the movement of the dance. In our experiments 
in Manipuri ballet we have used Manipuri music. Traditional Manipuri 
music is song-based and purely instrumental music is almost nonexistent, 
unlike the North Indian school which has a system of independent 
instrumental music. Since we neither have an elaborate independent 
system of instrumental music nor are our instruments really enough for 
an orchestra of the strength required for ballet, we naturally use north 
Indian instruments. 


Forgetting is aS important as remembering in the process of 
learning—even more so during creating. For the creative artiste, dance 
is a language well learned which he can use freely, unfettered by the 
tigidity of thought as found in traditional performances. This is 10 
easy task though on this depends the success of creativeness. It has 
been ‘mentioned earlier that one should be free of everything but the 
technique, but when one comes to the modern theatre, there is a tendency 
of again being tied down by the old theatrical conventions. In ballet. 
dancing is not just an insertion like singing in Indian movies. It 
not included merely as a sort of variety show. The entire concept: 
including the unfolding of the theme is visualised in terms of human 
movement. In our experience, a style like Manipuri is about the 
smoothest, most resilient and varied that a choreographer could desire. 
What we require is free creation by people steeped in the Manipur 
medium. There should be inventiveness on the part of the choreographer. 
not imitation and mere translation of other works to the Manipur! 
medium. He should incorporate tremendous dramatic conception wil 
literary awareness. 
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Poetry lives in words, dance in movement—yer it is the free 
imagination of the individual, unconscious as it were of the medium 
he so carefully uses, that produces a work of art. In the process of 
creation, both imagination and technique cease to be what they basically 
are and become fused into an electrically charged third matter. The 
ovum is fertilised and a new work of art is born. The offspring has 
the characteristics of both the seed and the soil and its growth is helped 
by the surrounding atmosphere. The dancers are the colours on the 
palette—rain and sun to the plant. It is the actual working and 
experimentation with them that gives concrete shape to the conceived 
thoughts, and even their quality and ability influence a choreographic 
work in the making. Effective and able choreographers steeped in the 
richness of the Manipuri medium are the need of the day for ballet 


in Manipur. 
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